In the fall of 1966, a small and informal group of wives whose husbands were classified as Prisoner of War (POW) or Missing in Action (MIA) formed a small and informal group. By December 12, 1969, this group of women had gained such power, influence, and a multitude of disparate followers that twenty-six met with President and Mrs. Pat Nixon at the White House. In part, the POW/MIA story is about a small group of women taking a decisive role to change the United States POW/MIA policy, accentuate the plight of the prisoners, and demand humane treatment by Hanoi-all in a national and global arena.
Introduction
The war in Vietnam was tremendously divisive not only among American citizens, but also among other democratic and communists nations. Demonstrations against the war, both peaceful and violent, were part of the American fabric in the late 1960s. Military personnel were subject to public scorn and viewed by the citizenry with contempt for their service in Vietnam.
To use the trite phrase that the war in Vietnam was not a "popular war" fails to convey the seething national hostility and unrest of the era. However, by the late 1960s, the POW/MIA issue had become a national unifying cause that culminated in Operation Homecoming in February-
March of 1973.
At the time, the United States Department of State was responsible for handling all POW/MIA matters, not the Department of Defense (Davis, 2000; Rochester & Kiley, 1998) . 
Cultural Context for Women in the mid to late 1960s
Even though the roles of women were dramatically changing in the 1960s, POW/MIA wives were products of the 1950s persona of women and family. In part, this meant the women would fulfill the generational expectation to stay at home and raise the children while husbands went to work. As wives of military officers, however, they often thought of themselves and their husbands as inseparable from a career standpoint. This symbiotic career mindedness established a significant sense of patriotism and a clear understanding of the risks involved with military service.
An unintentional consequence of such a traditional mindset, however, manifested itself when the wives received official notification of their husband's imprisonment or MIA status.
Richard Capen, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs during the Nixon Administration, noted that this dual element of career and culture made the wives "hesitant to say a lot because they didn't know whether it was going to help get information on their husbands or whether it would hurt their lives" (personal communication, August 12, 2003) . Due to their developing situation and fluctuating circumstances, a few of the POW/MIA wives would make the transformation from being a silent citizen to a public figurehead within the policy arena. The transformative process was often painful because they often found themselves in uncomfortable public or political situations. However, it was during this process of becoming activists that they would undertake various activities on behalf of the POWs/MIAs. This fear of speaking out was legitimate. As noted in Smith (2006) , the seventeen wives with whom I spoke recalled that, as part of the official notification process, military representatives conveyed specific instructions or guiding principles intended to govern their conversations and actions. Although details differed somewhat from person to person, more than one of the wives mentioned they received the following instructions, verbal or written, as part of the notification process:
American Governmental Policy for
• Keep quiet [about the status of your husband, knowledge of inhumane treatment, etc.] • Don't talk about your husband's status • Don't tell anybody • Never talk to the press or give interviews • Don't tell anyone about your circumstance • Show any mail from your husband to the [military authorities] • Never intercede in any way on behalf of the prisoner-it might disturb what the government is doing. (Later the guidance was amplified to specify "without State Department approval" and "independent actions could seriously damage negotiations being conducted in behalf of the prisoner by the State Department")
In spite of the preposterousness of the official instructions given, the untended result was that among the wives there was a solidification of a shared experience, which fostered a group identity (Tee, Paulsen, & Ashkanasy, 2013) and cohesion (Shay, 1994) . Hanoi via counterpropaganda efforts while also advocating that public officials use public occasions to speak about the plight of prisoners and the governments overall concern for POWs and the accounting of MIAs.
Going Public
The first challenge for the wives was disregarding the early governmental prohibition from knowing the names of other military wives or family members in the same circumstance.
By the fall of 1969, however, not only did they have a highly influential and powerful national organization, but in a memorandum to the President's Chief of Staff H. R. Haldeman dated October 20, 1969, Harry S. Dent, Deputy Counsel and Special Counsel to the President, indicated that he recently had seen news reports about the POW wives. He wrote: "These ladies have the sympathy of just about everybody these days."
The "Going Public" campaign, which included the Department of Defense, the White House, and certain members of Congress, was a well-orchestrated and planned event that was the culmination of POW/MIA wives developing a powerful and broad-spectrum base of support.
Initially, the wives formed a support group patterned after naval aviation squadron wives groups.
Without being granted official permission by military authorities, they sought and located other POW/MIA wives and encouraged the formation of local groups, which eventually were all interconnected via communication outlets of the day: letters, telegrams, and telephone. Out of these meetings came local and national strategies to include letter writing campaigns, interviews by various media outlets, public speaking at civic organizations, personal visits to elected and appointed officials, meetings with international leaders, and constant pressure via a number of means on elected and appointed officials for action on the POW/MIA matter.
The earliest strategy the wives developed was their message, which afforded them as a group a consequential level of influence over political leaders as well as their followers (Burak & Bashshur, 2013) . A unique feature of their message was that it was consistent and uniform within the National League of Families, the numerous auxiliary groups that formed around the League, and within the government's official "Go Public" campaign. Nowhere can this best be illustrated namely Congress, the American public, the citizens of the world, and the North Vietnamese government itself. She predicted that members of Congress "will become much more personally aware of how desperate the plight of all the men is." The initial sympathetic followers were mostly extended family members, neighbors, coworkers, friends from churches or synagogues, and civic groups-but that changed through persistence and gaining a growing cohort of followers.
Key Elements of Gaining Followers and Support
Because the POW/MIA matter was inextricably linked to American wartime policy, it required the wives to engage elected officials and to have them, in turn, take on a dual role of following and leading. The wives influence tactics were initially a series of improvisations that MIAs, and eventually to other family members. When Sybil Stockdale discussed the reasons why the League and National League became so influential, she cited the restrictive membership as one of the most significant components of the organization's success. She added, "We never had anybody that was not related in some way to a POW or MIA. It was strictly a family organization" (personal communication, June 8, 2000) . The intent was to ensure that formal members were committed to resolving the POW and MIA issue and to ensure that the story the organization told was a compelling one, i.e., a highly personal one.
Utilizing a Plethora of Followers and Permitting Them Their Own Strategies
When a young man approached Sybil Stockdale who wanted to participate in the POW/MIA cause, Sybil would not yield on the issue of limiting membership to family members. Instead, she invited the young man to her house in Coronado, and they jointly created a plan to form an affiliated organization, Concerned Citizens of America. This organization eventually became one of the many informally affiliated organizations that non-family members interested in working on the POW and MIA issue could join. 
Conclusion
Any discussion of external support via followers should not be seen, in any way, as minimizing the importance of the wives' and family members' efforts to get the POW issue onto government officials' agenda and into the consciousness of the American People. The POW wives were out in front on the POW issue; they were publicizing the POW issue before any of their external allies embraced it. Even before a national organization had been formed, and long before Senator Dole attempted to rouse his colleagues or Ross Perot attempted to influence President Nixon and the American public, the POW wives were making their personal visits and corresponding with government officials.
Furthermore, even before the Advertising Council entered the picture, the wives had been working to generate publicity to "arouse the support of the American public" and have "local groups appeal to Congressman and Senators and government officials" (M. Winn, personal communication, 2003) . The wives and the other family members who became part of the formal organization became quite adept at publicizing and applying pressure indirectly. In part, this was because they had a truly compelling personal story to tell. Sybil Stockdale was convinced that if the reality of the POW and MIA issue failed to touch the publics' soul it would not spread; therefore, according to Sybil, "the idea was to involve everyone emotionally" (personal communication, June 8, 2000) .
Maybe this is precisely the lesson. By the time a group of representative POW/MIA wives and mothers met with President Nixon at the end of 1969, it was obvious that the group had achieved its goals of both obtaining the public's attention and placing the POW and MIA issue on government officials' radar screen. Moreover, even though the followers were slow in coming, they demonstrated the courage to serve a mutual purpose that caused the cessation of torture, inhumane treatment, and the eventual freedom of 591 prisoners.
